Shakespeare's Marlowe: The Influence of Christopher Marlowe on Shakespeare's Artistry by Potter, Lucy
Shakespeare’s Marlowe: The Influence of Christopher Marlowe on Shakespeare’s Artistry. Robert A. Logan. Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007. 251pp (including bibliography and index).

As scholars and critics have long acknowledged, Shakespeare’s business sense and aesthetic concerns as a playwright blended harmoniously. Less frequently realized is Marlowe’s role in providing his fellow dramatist with the inspiration for promoting those dual interests. (118)

Logan’s study of Marlowe’s influence on Shakespeare’s plays is firmly grounded in the pragmatics of the early modern theatre – the discovery and analysis of the dramaturgical techniques that make for commercially successful plays. The result, Shakespeare’s Marlowe, is an astounding study of influence that not only provides fresh information about the relationship between the two poets but also deepens our understanding of the development of both their careers, and of the work they produced.  

Let me justify my use of “astounding” before I continue, and with a confession. Source studies and studies of influence generally leave me cold: I expect lists of verbal resemblances and direct quotes, and reductive readings sometimes based more on impressions rather than evidence. In general, when focussed on Marlowe and Shakespeare, theses studies tend to argue an antagonistic rivalry between the two poets. Therefore, although I approached Logan’s book with some trepidation, Shakespeare’s Marlowe is nothing like what I expected. In a study characterized by scope and depth, Logan demonstrates a sensitivity to Marlowe’s and Shakespeare’s aesthetics as well as to practical concerns. Shakespeare’s Marlowe traces Shakespeare’s journey as both dramatist and businessman, a journey informed by what was behind the commercial success of Marlowe’s plays, and one that continued after Marlowe’s death. This approach infuses a palpable vitality into their works, their relationship, and indeed, into the critical genre we use to pin down and measure such things. Enabling this vitality are: a shift in perspective that allows us to approach influence not in terms of what the result might be but as a process (2); an understanding of what “rival” meant to Shakespeare rather than what it means to us, for as Logan points out, Shakespeare uses the word throughout his works “without a connotation of hostility to mean either a competitor or an associate, a companion” (4). 

The word “companion” alerts us to the fact that this study is not an argument about whether Marlowe or Shakespeare was the better poet. Nor is it about the slavish imitation of one poet by the other, or about detecting a clear and unmistakeable relationship of cause and effect, as Logan uses the phrase to show a certain logical sequencing rather than temporal priority. Logan reveals not only what in Marlowe’s practice Shakespeare “appropriated and, through refinement, made his own, but also what he rejected, especially in the realm of Marlovian values” (2). Logan does so over seven main chapters that cover the entire Marlovian dramatic canon and Hero and Leander, and the Shakespearean plays and poems that, according to Logan, Marlowe’s work influenced – or did not influence, as Logan finds in his examination of Hero and Leander and Venus and Adonis. This apparent lack of influence, and instances where cause and effect are not clear, are important aspects of Logan’s study because they shed new light on other areas of concern to critics of the early modern period, such as “the operations of commercial theater, the mechanics of composition, the artistic aims, and the substance of the paired works, as well as the psychological and cultural forces that shape them” (14). For example, that Hero and Leander does not influence Venus and Adonis, nor the other way around, “reveals specifically how the writers draw from a single stockpile of Ovidian ideas and literary devices and yet fulfill their own aesthetic aims, affirming their individuality as poets” (57). In other chapters, the muddy waters of cause and effect reveal what Shakespeare rejected, such as Marlowe’s “rhetorically engaging but psychologically unrealistic characterizations” in The Jew of Malta (136), or Marlowe’s cynicism, about love for example, evident in the depersonalised dramatic verse of Dido, Queen of Carthage (175). Marlowe, Logan claims, speaks to the head, Shakespeare to the heart (160).

When cause and effect is more discernible, it reveals that Marlowe’s legacy to Shakespeare is about what to do, and what not to do, in order to produce commercially successful plays. In the “to do” list are Marlowe’s “verbal dexterity, his flexibility in reconfiguring standard notions of genre” and his modes of characterization (231, 233). But most important, in Logan’s view, is Shakespeare’s adoption of Marlowe’s use of ambivalence and ambiguity, what Logan calls in Chapter 4’s title, an “aesthetic of ambiguity.” Logan suggests we regard ambiguity in Marlowe’s plays as “an especially effective artistic device” instead of “trying to resolve the ambiguities to establish links” between his and Shakespeare’s works (84). Logan argues that Shakespeare perceived Marlowe’s use of ambiguity as the chief reason for his companion’s successful plays (84). In Chapter 4, and in chapters 6 and 8 in particular, Logan reveals the ways in which Shakespeare subsequently developed the Marlovian aesthetic of ambiguity for himself. The point is that such an aesthetic is thoroughly practical for it shows that “not playing to audiences’ complacent expectations and desires is the best way to gain attention and keep them engaged”, and thereby, to deploy the terms of economic rationalism, keep the cash registers busy (151). 

This quotation is from Logan’s chapter on the Tamburlaine plays and Henry V, and as one might expect, the discussion includes and in part comes to rely on the famous Prologue to Part 1, with its invitation to audiences and critics alike to “applaud [Tamburlaine’s] fortunes as you please”. Logan’s analysis of 1 Tamburlaine’s Prologue in comparison to Henry V’s Prologue is illuminating but it is also the source of my sole criticism of Shakespeare’s Marlowe, for I think that our reliance on the Prologue to 1 Tamburlaine has, for some time, over-determined our interpretations of the play and its influence. It is important, I suggest, to remember that Part 1’s Prologue does not even determine the action that follows it, with the silly Mycetes in Act 1 as evidence of neither the “stately tent of war” nor the “high astounding terms” the Prologue promises. Why, then, should the Prologue determine to the extent it has our criticism of 1 Tamburlaine and its influence? 

This objection is a minor pothole in the road we follow as we read Logan’s book, one that did not spoil my journey or the sense of enjoyment I experienced at the sights along the way. For Shakespeare’s Marlowe is more than just a defining moment in the study of Marlowe’s influence on Shakespeare, one that gives us new insights into their relationship and the development of their careers. It is also a study of the works of the two poets, and contains many fine examples of close reading that enhance our knowledge of the texts. In addition, Logan’s methodology refreshes as it refashions the genre of the source/influence study, and the ways in which we understand and use intertextuality in our criticism. In the final analysis, Logan achieves his aim of “arriving at a clearer and richer understanding of the creative distinctiveness of both Marlowe and Shakespeare” (2). I would add that he does in a style that bespeaks genuine tenderness and generosity born of a great admiration for and sensitive reflection upon the artistic achievements of both poets. When you order Shakespeare’s Marlowe, make sure that it arrives with the dust jacket, for in the drawing by John J. Wright that adorns it, you will see what I am talking about.

Lucy Potter, The University of Adelaide, August 2007

